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Diatoms are unicellular aquatic
phytoplankton with ornate siliceous
skeletons. The image above shows
the two basic structural forms of the
skeleton: centric (blue; Diatoma sp.)
and pennate (orange; Coscinodiscus sp.).
Diatoms are often identified by
means of their skeletal
ornamentation; they possess
characteristic pore-like patterns
(punctae and areolae). The scanning
electron micrograph has been
colored to emphasize morphological
features of the skeletons. (Image
provided by Dennis Kunkel, Pacific
Biomedical Research Center,
University of Hawaii at Manoa,
Honolulu, Hawaii 96822, USA.)
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Gordon Research
Conferences
What are they famous for? Being so
numerous (there are about 150
different conferences each year) and
— at least in some cases — being at
the cutting edge of science.
How did they start? With a chemistry
conference organised by Neil E.
Gordon at Johns Hopkins University
in Maryland, US, in summer 1931.
Gordon was an energetic chemist full
of ideas for the advancement of
science. His plan was to create a new
conference format to encourage
discussion of the issues at the
frontiers of a field. The idea took off,
topics spread beyond chemistry, and
in 1947 the meetings moved to bigger
venues in New Hampshire. They
were re-named the Gordon Research
Conferences (although Gordon
himself couldn’t be persuaded to visit
them after they moved).
Where are they held? Mainly in New
England at various private schools
and colleges, which host up to 12
meetings a week during the
summer. Some of the
accommodation is pretty spartan
and the food’s, well, school food,
but then the fees are reasonable and
delegates are meant to be sustained
by the stimulating company. A
winter series based in southern
California was started in 1963 and
now includes 25–30 meetings. In
recent years the organization has
spread itself even more widely
(some say, thinly) and the series
now includes meetings in Tuscany,
Oxford, Japan and Singapore.
What do they cover? Just about
everything from Angiogenesis to
Zeolitic and Layered Materials.
There are currently 375 topics, of
which about half are biomedical.
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With so many held in New England,
summer Sundays see hoards of
scientists trooping around Boston’s
Logan airport in search of the right
conference bus. Some conferences
are annual, others are held in alternate
years, some less frequently.
How are they funded? Since 1956, the
Gordon Research Conferences has
been incorporated as a non-profit
organization. It is supported by
conference fees and private
donations. Each conference Chair is
given a fund ($19,000 in 1999) to
help attract speakers but usually has
to match this by raising grants-in-aid
from other sources.
What are they like? They are fairly
cosy — only about 100 delegates —
and speakers are encouraged to talk
about preliminary or unpublished
work. Most agree that it’s still the
best conference format by far,
allowing plenty of time for intense
informal discussion. (Because school
rules at some venues don’t allow for a
bar, ‘private drinking clubs’ tend to
develop after the evening sessions.)
Until the 1980s, there were 10–12
speakers per session but the
organization has reduced the number
of speakers to six per session, which
some conference Chairs and
delegates feel simply isn’t enough to
generate the energy that used to be
the hallmark of a Gordon Conference.
How do I get to go? Just fill in a form
from the website (http://www.grc.uri.edu).
It’s easier to get into some biology
conferences than it used to be.
Traditionally, a coterie of the same 30
or so key people in a field always
attended, which created not only a
stimulating environment but a sense
of community. Some Gordon
Conferences still work that way but
others, particularly the more general
ones, are slipping off the ‘must do’
list for eminent biologists. Some say
they no longer set the agenda across
biology in the way they once did,
although most agree that, when they
do work, they’re still simply the best.
The following abstract struck a chord
with so many readers when it was
circulated via e-mail that we gather
many felt moved to attach ‘Editor’s’ or
‘Reviewer’s’ comments; we have been
unable to trace these, however. The
original abstract appears here with
permission from its authors: Karen
Ottemann and Sharon Doyle,
Department of Molecular and Cell
Biology, University of California at
Berkeley, Berkeley, California, USA.
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ABSTRACT
Success in academia is hypothesized to require specific phenotypes. In order
to understand how such unusual traits arise, we used human clones to
identify the molecular events that occur during the transition from graduate
student to professor. A pool of graduate student clones was subjected to
several rounds of random mutagenesis followed by selection on minimal
money media in the absence of dental insurance. Students surviving this
selection were further screened for the ability to work for long hours with
vending machine snacks as a sole carbon source; clones satisfying these
requirements were dubbed ‘postdocs’. In order to identify ‘assistant
professors’ from amongst the postdocs, this pool was further mutagenized
and screened for the ability to turn esoteric results into a 50-minute seminar.
Finally, these assistant professors were evaluated for their potential to
become full professors in two ways: first, they were screened for
overproduction and surface display of stress proteins, such as Hsp70.
Assistant professors that displayed such proteins (so-called ‘stressed-out’
mutants) were then fused to the M13 coat protein, displayed on phages and
passed over a friend and family members column to identify those that were
incapable of functional interactions. These were called ‘full professors’.
Although these mutants arose independently, they shared striking
phenotypes. These included the propensity to talk incessantly about their
own research, the inability to judge accurately the time required to complete
bench work, and the belief that all of their ideas constituted good thesis
projects. The linkage of all of these traits suggests that these phenotypes are
coordinately regulated. Preliminary experiments have identified a putative
global regulator. Studies are currently being conducted to determine if
overexpression of this gene product in postdocs and graduate students can
speed up the graduate student to full professor evolutionary process.
